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BA C ".GROUND ON LAOS 


This memorandum offers an outline of events in Laos since that country 
emerged as an independent state in 1949, and a critique of US policy in 
Laos during this period. 


Chronology of Major Events in Laos , 1949-1961 

■ ^ 


1949 July Laos becomes independent state in French Union with SUa..-*. 

retaining important powers, and anti- French exiles return. 


1950 Aug. Pathst Lao (PL) dissident group organized with support of 

Vietnamese Communists. 


1953 Apr.) 

1954 Feb.) 


- rr.-h.s 3 serious invasions of Laos 


1954 July 


1 


Geneva agreements end war in Indochina and ICC set up in Laos. 
DRV forces withdraw and PL troops assemble in Fhong Saly and San 
Keen provinces but refuse to cede control to RLG. 


+ 1955 


US aid program underway* which by 1961 totalled $300 million, 

US completely underwriting costs of Lao Army. Lao Amy trained 
by French. US established PEO to administer US military aid to 

Lao Army. 



1957 Nov 


Agreements reached to restore RLG authority to Phong Saly and Sam 
Neua, integrating 1500 PL troops into Lao Army; PL given represen- 
tation in Cabinet and PL permitted to form political party — the 


NI.T-I. 


fc 1953 Hay 


Supple- antary election with NLHX and satellite party winning 13 of 
21 seats. 


1953 June 


Consevative Rally of Lao People(SLP) and young officer reformist 
party Committee for Defense of National Interests (CDN1) formed, 
latter receiving covert support from US through CIA. 


1953 July 
1953 Aug. 


ICC adjourns sin?, dia. 


Anti-Ccn^unist Government formed by Pbovral SananiV.one vith strong 
RLP-CDSI backing. 


1959 Kay 


Two PL battalions refuse to integrate vith Lao Army; one capitulates 
and other escapes and flees to DRV border. 


1959 June 


US through enlarged PEO established special joint training teams 
vita French. 
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1959 July PL elements attack San Neua province with DRV aid. 


1959 Sept 


1959 Oct 


Lao Government requests ON emergency force to halt DR- attacks; 

UN sends fact-finding committee to Laos. 

§ 

* 

King Sasavong Vong dies; succeeded by Crown Prince Savxmg Vatthana 
who enjoyed CDNI backing, *. % • 


1959 Dec. Phcuni Gove mint nt forced to resign as result of CPNI-Qilitary 

pressure. 

* 

1960 Jan. Provisional Govemnent established by Kou Abhay with RLP and 

CDMI participation. 

1560 Apr. National Elections held; overly-rigged by CDNI and no NLHX candidates 

successful. 


1960 June 


1960 Aug. 


I960 Aug. 


1960 Sept 


New Gove rcrtent formed by Pro-American Tiao Somsanith with heavy 
CLSI and military participation. 

Capt. Kong Le stages coup and takes over Vientiane while most of 
Somsanith Government absent in Luang Prabang. 


1960 Aug. Phouni established headquarters in Savannakhet. 


1960 Sept. 


1960 Oct. 


I960 Oct. 


I960 Nov. 


1960 Nov. 


National Assembly censures Somsanith Government and votes investiture 
of Souvanna Phouma as Prime Minister; Kong Le arming villagers and 
established contact with PL; various efforts to reconcile Souvanna 
and Pnoumi fail. 

* 

Revolutionary Committee formed in Savannakhet with Prince Eoun Ckzi 
as President; Souvanna conducts unsuccessful negotiations with PL 
which gives Kong Le support, 

Sam Neua fails to Kong Le-PL attack; fighting between Kong Le-PL 
forces and fources of Phcumi. 

♦ 

US suspends aid to Laos except for lsaediate requirements needed 
to fight PL. 

« 

Soviet Ambassador arrives in Vientiane and given lavish welcome by 
Kong Le; Soviet Ambassador offers economic aid. 

\ 

Souvanna informs US only way to end civil war is by inclusion PL 
in government; charges US illegally supporting Phoumi. 

Souvanna flies to Sam Neua to confer with Prince Souphaaouvong, 
leader of PL. 



1S60 Dec. 


1960 Dec. 
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1960 Dec. Soviet Plane arrives in Vientiane on reconnaissance flight for 

subsequent deliveries of Soviet aid. 

I960 Dec. On Dec. 8 Col. Kouprasith takes over Vientiane while Phouai forces 

open attack on Paksane and drop' paratroops outside Vientiane; on 
Dec. 9 Kong Le forces retake capital and Souvanna flees to Phnoa 
• Penh turning government over to nilitary ccn..-:d. • r » 

1960 Dec. On Dec. 13 Radio Savannakhet announces new gover rf.ent with 3c un Oum 

as Prime Minister and Fhoumi as his deputy. 

• 

1960 Dec. Phouai forces attack Vientiane on Dec. 13, and on Dec. 15 first 

Soviet airdrop to support Kong Le forces reported. On Dec. 16 
Kong Le forces evacuate Vientiane, Phouai forces moving in on 
Deo. 19 and establishing their government there. 

1960 Dec. On Dec. 31 Kong Le-FL forces begin attacks on Plaine des Jarres 

and Xieng Khouang. 

1961 Jan. Sihanouk 1 . calls for 14-nation international conference on Lacs. 

o 1961 Jan. On Jan. '4 National Assembly votes investiture of Boun Oua Government. 

• # 

1$61 Jsn. On Jan. 11 first sortie made by US- supplied T-6 plane. 

1961 Jan. On Jaa. 19 King proposes Neutral Nations Commission on L*os. 


1960 Dec. 


1961 Feb. 


Souvanna visits Hanoi and Xieng Khouang, confers with Prince 
Souphsnouvong, and denounces Kind's NNC proposal and endorses 
Sihanouk's 14-naticn conference proposal. 


1961 liar. On March 15 Souvanna departs Phnom Penh for Kong Kong on first 


leg of world tour. 
> 


It is not possible to adapt a critique of US. policy in Laos to the fore- 
going chronology of events, since the failures of US policy in that country 
are primarily attributable to its day-to-day implementation. 

There is one exception, however. Khen Captain Kong Le staged a coup in 
August I960 and took over Vientiane, divergences of views within the Department 
and CIA and between these two agencies and the Embassy prevented a quick, 
forthright decision with the result that the consequent delay in action by 
the US allowed the situation to deteriorate to the. point where it v T as there- 
after impossible to deal with Kong Le or the consequence of his coup. 


i 

i 
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The failures of US policy in Laos can be described in terns of three 
major areas: 

1« An aid program which was not properly geared to the capacity 
of the country to absorb aid, and which was not ad min istered and 
controlled in a manner to prevent waste and corruption* 

7 . The development of a basic dicfcotcciy in US policy between * 

advocates of shaping Laos to be independent and neutral vita general 
inclination to the West, and advocates of supporting Lao factions that 
gave proaise of making Laos in effect a Western ally * — a dichotomy 
that resulted in. self-defeating cross-purposes, indecision, a r.d delayed 
action. 

3. The failure of the US economic and military aid programs to 
de\elcp a real sense of motivation on the part of tne Lao • 

These three major problems are discussed in detail below. 

# 

Shortcomings of US Aid Program 

While an aid program to Laos was essential if that country were to 
become strengthened'* and be in a position to resist Communist threats and 
pressures, the program pursued (which now totals about $300 million) was not 
properly geared to the capacity of the country to absorb such aid and was not 
administered and controlled in a manner to prevent waste and corruption. 

From its inception, the US aid program was conducted with all the dis- 
advantages but none of the advantages of a crash operation. One US official 
sent to Lac? to . investigate the aid progr-u after it had bogged down noted 
that it had bc*-n conducted "from crash to crash, freru makeshift to makeshift. 

He also found that throughout this operation, both in its economic and military 
aspects, the US was constantly "assuming responsibility for things we cannot 
control." In consequence, much of the aid was wasted or produced only graft 
and corruption. > 

What efforts USCM did attenpt to control the operatic* ebl je^o ut ib ab 
orderly basis were utterly frustrated! 


. . 

Throughout this period^ ^were at complete loggerheads in Laos to the 

utter confusion of all conscientious Lao and to the delight of the less 
scrupulous who found in this situation unprecedented opportunities for graft 

and corruption. 



Tne USCM operation was by no means above reproach, however. There were 
ill- conceived and poorly implemented projects and serious scandals involving 
some of its personnel. 

In brief, the entire US aid program in Labs became a symbol of ^ 
incompetence and corruption and created in the minds of the Lao a most 
unfortunate image of the US. During his visit to the US in November .19.;9 
prime Minister Phouni expressed grave concern over US aid operations but only 
returned to Vientiane embittered by the brush-off treatment he received from 
ICA officials in Washington when he sought to discuss these problems. 


Dichotomy* in US poli cy 

The conflict of interests and purposes^ ^Jover aid 

activities in Laos was merely cynbollc of a cpre basic dichotomy in US policy. 

Of even treater importance Jfas the fundamental divergence of objectives 
between! J[in the political sphere, as well as important 

policy differences between the Embassy and the Department. The Embassy was 
attempting to pursue one policy and line of action to work with conservative , 
gradualist forces in Laos, while ”Jpff in the opposite direction 
to build up what it felt (mistakenly as it appeared) to be more forward-looking, 
activist factions that would ally closely with the West. So deep was this 
divergence and so blatant were£~ ^activities that 

this basic dichotomy became obvious to the British, Frencn, Lao and all others 
in the country, creating an intolerable situation for the Ambassador and the 
Embassy. 

. 

In 1959 Prime Minister Phoui repeatedly expressed his concern to the 
Ambassador over this situPtion. In the difficult circumstances, however, the 
Ambassador was able to give only l ame assurances that the US had and vas 
pursuing a single policy in Laos. £ 


if 

The conflict between the Q Jend the Ambassador reached such 

serious proportions that this embarrassing rift became ccrmion knowledge 
throughout the country and vas the subject of inquiry and speculation by the 
local and foreign press. In the end, the / • • - j defied the Ambassador 

to the extent that his uncooperative attituSe reached the point of insubordi- 
nation. Ee vas finally removed from the scene, but only after setious damage 
had been done to the position of the Ambassador and to the US prestige generally 

One of the most serious consequences of this dichotomy was the inability 
of the US to ‘take quick, forthright action at the tine of the Kong Le coup 
in August 1960. Such action might have saved the situation and have prevented 
this minor piece of adventurism by a Junior officer from further splitting 
the anti-Ccincunist ranks, opening the way for subsequent Pathet Lao successes, 
and thus giving the civil war a new and more serious turn. 




Failure to Develop a Sense of Motivation Among the Lao 


* 

Despite the magnitude of our aid program and the large number Of Americans 
working with the Lao, especially the ?E0, we have not succeeded in producing a 
real sense of motivation among these people. We have not faced up to the 
political icnaturity and administrative incompetence of the Lao. 'We have 
assumed that they were vitally concerned with the Cocznmist threat and eager • 
to preserve their country's independence. Instead, we have bee. - ', c A^ing 
with an almost total lack of political motivation. We s t 1 r^e s e 

to support the Lao Army and employed a large force of Americans to assist in 
training} but we have neglected to instil] into the amrod forces tne 
necessary discipline- and will to fight. On the contrary, .such motivation 
has been achieved by the patnet Lao. 

In addition, the Large American presence we have maintained in Laos through 
USCM, PEO andp has done little to provide real assurance to the Lao of our • 
interest in tfieir security and well-being. Any large number of Americans in 
a country like Laos presents disadvantages and dangers because of the extent 
to which it accentuates differences in culture, habits, serais and standards 
of living. Aloha shirts, Cadillacs and free spending in the shoos and night 
clubs of Vientiane, Savannakhet and other Mekong towns are scarcely calculated 
to minimize the impact of suejb a presence. While the average villager and 
monk maj only have a hazy idea of the political and ideological issues involved 
in the struggle againsf the Pathet Lao and Communists, Kong Le and others 
have found it a simple matter to arouse Lao resentment over this strange, alien 
intrusion into their midsts and to link the present-day plight of Laos with it. 

In addition to the foregoing ^shortcomings, note should be taken of a 
nv.--.bor of additional factors which have had adverse effects on cur policy in 

Laos. 

/ 

Mistake la Treating Laos as a Nation 

• • 

US policy in Laos has suffered from our assumption that we are dealing 
with a nations Instead, Laos is merely a loosely organized assortment of 
peoples with tribal- like loyalties to individual* leaders over which the Lao 
monarchy exercises only a vague sort of hegemony* In consequence, our efforts 
in Laos have tended to become fragmented because of the fragmented character 
of the country itself. 

♦ 

Absence of Clear-cut Policies 

In addition to the problems created by the basic dichotomy noted above, 
our policy in Laos has also suffered to a considerable degree by the fact 
that we have not had in reality any clear-cut policy in Laos. Aside from the 
general and elmost pletitudinous criteria of preserving the independence of 
Laos and keeping it out of the hands of the Ccanunists, we have to a large 


f 
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extent merely been improvising as the situation in Laos deteriorated. We 
have attempted to deal with each new turn in the situation on a piecemeal, 

. ad hoc basis. Through lack of clear-cut policies and objectives and because 
or the basic dichotomy ve allowed to develop within our own ranks, we have* 
been unable to cake quick, forthright decisions but have repeatedly allowed 
the Pathet Lao and the Corsnuniata to call the tune. 

4 * 

% 

US Bound to Weak Positions of British and French 

' 

Until recently our policy in Laos has been overly conditioned by the 
divergent aims and objectives of our allies, the British and French. Thus 
our decisions and actions have too often had to take into account the weak 
positions of these two countries in Southeast Asia and their consequent 
desire to see the Lao probl^n patched up rather than to seek a fundamental 
sol i ti on. 

« 

Failure to Exercise Sufficient Controls Over the Lao 


In Laos we have pursued a policy of supporting, advising and encouraging 
but nQ t controlling the Lao groups which were enjoying our moral and material 
support for political, action, [l 

_ — __ ____ _ i, it was not controlled, however, 

with the result that the CDNI was permitted to becooe an apparatus of a 
pc vor- hungry clique within the younger military which split the antiV Communist 
elements it was supposed to unite, thus making it possible for a minor revolt 
like that of Kong Le to succeed and alter the entire course of events in Laos. 
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